
A well-done assessment of a family’s strengths
and needs, coupled with an assessment of the
strengths and risks of the neighborhood and com-
munity in which the family lives, provide the
foundation for strengthening the environment in
which young children grow. Assessment is not a
static, one-time event. Rather, it is an ongoing
process, re-done at midpoints and at the end of a
family’s participation in a program. Informally,
family workers are constantly assessing new infor-
mation—taking what they learn through their
relationship with a family and applying it to sup-
port the family’s goals.

The best assessments are the ones in which
all family members play a role in identifying both

risks and strengths, and in planning and imple-
menting strategies for improvement. Assessment
tools that have been tested for reliability and
validity are recommended.

The assessment tool included here allows
assessment of strengths and risks on a numerical
scale, including comparisons across time, as well
as across families. Scaled assessment tools are
sometimes off-putting to workers, who may feel
that they are “grading” families. It is helpful for
workers to understand that the scaling systems
strengthen their ability to track progress and
identify those in greatest crisis—and can thus
make it easier for them to support families.

SCALED FAMILY
ASSESSMENT TOOLS

Objective: 
To assess a family’s strengths and needs in order to develop shared goals, and to deter-
mine the level of support needed.

Intended Use: 
Scaled Family Assessment Tools provide a quantifiable way to assess a family’s needs
and strengths, and review progress toward goals. The scaled tools also allow programs
to track cross-family trends, in order to assess communal service needs, as well as
agency-wide success in helping families achieve goals.

Audience:  
• Agency leadership: To track cross-family trends, service needs, and staff competencies
• Agency managers: To help workers triage families, and track progress toward goals
• Family workers: To provide quantitative data on family strengths and needs, deter-
mine level of support needed, and track progress toward goals.

Outcome:  
• Strengthen agency and staff ability to identify families in greatest need of support
• Improve ability to track progress in helping families achieve goals
• Provide data to track cross-family trends 
• Provide data to support agency quality assurance activities

Context: 
A good assessment is the first step in building a relationship with a family. While the
questions in an assessment tool provide a structure, the focus should be on conducting
a dialogue that helps build trust and understand the family’s strengths, needs and
goals. 
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The Tiered Case Management Guide is used
following the family assessment. It will help the
worker identify the appropriate level of support a
family needs.

The Process
A family assessment is best conducted in a com-
fortable environment, and after a relationship has
been established between the worker and the
family. Home visits are preferred by some pro-
grams, but some families are not comfortable
having workers in their homes. 

The tool is not a rigid set of questions and
answers but a guide for sharing information. The
worker should begin by explaining the impor-
tance of the assessment to the family as well as to
the program, emphasizing that the relationship
will be supportive. The worker can take brief
notes during the assessment, filling out the
details back at the office. Let the family help set
the pace of the assessment. If the family shares
information in a different sequence than the tool,
make notes and move forward. Sometimes the
family may not want to complete the assessment
all at once. The worker can always return to
complete it later. The scoring of the tool is not to
be done in front of the family; instead, it is a
guide for you to establish the initial level of serv-
ice and case management.

Tips for the Family Worker
□ Clarify shared goals
□ Take the time to get accurate 
information
□ Make the process both user-friendly
and credible
□ Keep expectations realistic
□ Treat families as you would expect
to be treated
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